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Roman Wives 


Chastity lingered on carth, they say, in the reign of Saturn. 

She was long to be seen in the days when a freezing cave 
provided 

a tiny home, complete with hearth and household gods, 

and enclosed both herds and owners within a communal gloom, 

in the days when a mountain wife would spread her woodland 
couch 

with leaves and straw and the skins of beasts who lived in the 
district. 

She wasn’t at all like Cynthia, or like that other lady 

whose lustrous eyes were dimmed and spoiled by the death ofa 
sparrow. 

Giving her breasts, with plenty to drink, to her mighty babes, 

she was often more uncouth than her acorn-belching husband. 

People, of course, lived differently then, when the world was 
young 

and the sky was new—pcople born from the riven oak 

or freshly fashioned from mud, who had no proper parents. 

Some, if not many, traces of Chastity's former presence 

may have survived under Jove, before the Lord of Olympus 

had yet acquired a beard, before the Grecks were ready 

to swear on another's life, when fruit and cabbages flourished 

untroubled by thieves, and no one bothered with garden walls. 

Then, little by little, Justice withdrew to heaven, 

and Chastity with her. The two sisters departed together. 


Postumus, old and hallowed by time is the custom of rattling 
your neighbour’s bed, defying the spirit that guards a marriage. 
Other crimes came later, produced by the age of iron. 

It was the silver age that beheld the first adulterers. 
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And yet, in a time like ours, you are preparing a contract 

with terms for a binding marriage; by now you're under the 
comb 

of the senior stylist; perhaps you've placed a ring on her finger. 

Postumus marrying? You used to be sane; no doubt about that. 

What Fury, then, with her maddening snakes is hunting you 
down? 

Can you bear to be the slave ofa woman, when so much rope is 
at hand, 

when those vertiginous top-floor windows arc standing open, 

and when the Aemilian bridge nearby offers assistance? 

If none of these means of deliverance seems to have any appeal, 

don't you think it better to sleep with a little boy- friend? 

A boy-friend doesn’t argue all night or ask you for presents 

as he lies beside you, or complain that you are not giving a 
hundred 

percent and are not producing the requisite panting and puffing. 


Ursidius supports the Julian law; he intends to bring up 

a darling heir, though he thereby forfeits the bearded mullets 

and fattened doves—all bait from the legacy-hunting market. 

Will wonders never cease? A woman is willing to marry 

Ursidius. He who was once the most notorious lecher, 

aman who often crouched in the chest of imperilled Latinus, 

is now inserting his stupid head in the noose of marriage. 

Not only that; he wants a wife with old-fashioned morals! 

Call the doctor! His veins are carrying too much blood. 

And how fastidious! Anyone having the luck to discover 

a pure-lipped lady should fall before the Tarpeian shrine 

in awe and gratitude, and offer Juno a gilded heifer 

(few indeed are worthy to touch the fillets of Ceres, 

few whose kisses would not be shunned by their father), and 
hang 

a wreath on the doorway, with clusters of ivy over the lintel. 

Is Hiberina content with a single man? More prospect 

of inducing the lady to be content with a single cye! 

There are great reports, however, of a girl who is living on her 
father’s 

farm.’ Let her live in Gabii or Fidenae as she lived in the country; 
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then I'll believe the story about her father’s plot. 

Anyhow, who says that nothing has ever occurred on a hillside 

or in a cave? Are Mars and Jupiter so decrepit? 

In all our arcades, can you point to a single woman who is 
worthy 

of your attention? Is there, in all the tiers of our theatres, 

one that you could pick out and love without misgiving? 

As soft Bathyllus dances Leda, with sinuous gestures, 

Tuccia cannot control her bladder; Apula squeals; 

Thymele watches, and Thymele learns like a country girl. 

Others, whenever the curtains are quictly stowed away, 

when the theatre’s locked and empty, and only the courts are 
heard, 

when the People’s games are over, and Cybele's are far in the 
future, 

sadly fondle Accius’ mask and his staff and loincloth. 

Urbicus, in an Atellane farce, produces laughter 

by miming Autonoé; Aclia loves him, but has no money. 

Some pay a lot to undo the pin of a comic actor: 

others will not allow Chrységonus to sing; while Hispulla 

adores a tragedian. Well, do you think they’d love a Quintilian? 

You're taking a wife, so that she'll make the harpist Echion 

a father, or Glaphyrus perhaps, or Ambrosius (both of them 
pipers). 

Let us erecta platform along the narrow street, 

adorn the doors and doorways with whole, magnificent, laurels, 

so that Lentulus’ high-born babe in his tortoise-shell cradle 

may look like Euryalus, crossed with a bruiser from the arena. 


When Eppia abandoned her senator husband to follow a troop 
to Pharos and the river Nile and Lagus’ notorious city, 

even Canõpus condemned the monstrous morals of Rome. 
Without a thought for her country, ignoring home and husband 
and sister too, she callously left her weeping children, 

left (an even greater surprise) the games and Paris. 

Although as a little girl she had been surrounded with comfort, 
had slept in a quilted cradle, pillowed on family down, 

she scorned the sca; she had long since scorned her reputation— 
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a loss of little account among the padded litters. 

And so she endured with steadfast heart the Tyrrhenian billows, 

and then the Ionian’s echoing roar; she never faltered 

as one stretch of water succeeded another. When the reason for 
mecting 

danger is right and proper, women are timid. Their hearts 

freeze with fear; their legs shake; they cannot stand upright. 

When the dangerous action involves disgrace, they face it 
unflinching. 

To go aboard at a husband’s bidding is a cruel duty; 

the smell of the bilge is sickening, the sky wheels giddily round. 

The one who travels with a lover has a steady stomach. While 
the other 100 

vomits on hér husband, she has meals with the crew and 
wanders 

about the boat, happily hauling the roughest ropes. 

Where, however, was the youthful beauty that inflamed and 
enchanted 

Eppia? What did she see to make her accept the name 

of ‘the fighter’s floozie’? By now her darling Sergius had started 

to scrape his chin, and a wounded arm gave hope of retirement. 

His face had also numerous flaws: a weal on his forehead, 

chafed by his helmet, an enormous wen in the middle of his 
nose, 

and the severe complaint ofa constantly weeping eye. 

But he was a gladiator. That's what makes each one an Adonis; 110 

that she prized above country and children, sister and husband. 

Yes, the steel is the thing they like. Had this very Sergius 

reccived his discharge, he would soon have come to resemble 
Veiento. 


Are you disturbed by Eppia’s doings in a private household? 

Look at our quasi-divinities; think of what Claudius had to 

endure. As soon as the wife perceived her husband was sleeping, 

she would steal away from him, taking with her a single maid, 119 


and actually bear to prefer a mat to her bed in the palace. 117 
The imperial harlot (didnotblush).............. 118 
„ ee ae ae a to don a hooded cloak at the dead of night. 


No, with a yellow wig concealing her raven locks, 120 
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she made for a brothel warm with the stench ofa much-used 
bedspread, 

and entered an empty cell (her own). Undressing, she stood 
there 

with gilded nipples under the bogus sign of “The She-wolf’, 

displaying the womb which gave the lordly Britannicus birth. 

She smilingly greeted all who entered, and asked for her 
‘present’. 

Then, when the brothel’s owncr allowed the girls to go home, 

she lingered as long as she could before closing her cell 

and sadly leaving, still on fire, with clitoris rigid. 

Atlast she returned, exhausted, but not fulfilled, by her men; 

and with greasy grimy checks, and foul from the smoke of the 
lamp, 

she carried back to the emperor’s couch the smell of the 
whorchouse. 


Why should I tell of philtres, spells, and deadly concoctions 
given to stepsons? Women commit more serious crimes 
at the bidding of sex; lust itself is the least of their sins. 


But why does Caesennia’s husband attest she's a model wife?’ 

She brought him a million: that’s what the statement of chastity 
cost. 

He is not haggard from Venus’ quiver, nor fired by her torch; 

the dowry it was that kindled his ardour and furnished the 
arrows. 

Her freedom is paid for; no need to conceal her notes and 
glances. 

A wealthy woman who marries a miser is as good as single. 


Why, you ask, does Bibula fire Sertorius’ passion? 

If you want the truth, it isn’t a wife he loves, but a face. 

Just let a couple of wrinkles appear, let her skin become dry 

and start to sag, let her teeth turn black and her eyes go puffy— 

Pack your bags’, a freedman will cry, and be on your way. 

You get on our nerves, forever blowing your nosc; hurry up 

and be off; your successor is somcone without a perpetual 
sniffic.” 
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Till then she’s in favour; she rules the house and pesters her 
husband, 
asking for shepherds, Canusian sheep, and Falernian vineyards. 150 
Why stop at that? She demands his servants and even his chain- 
gangs. 
What a neighbour possesses, and she doesn’t, has to be 
purchased. 
In the month of December, when Jason the trader is hidden from 
sight, 
and canvas stalls are placed in front of his crew and their 
weapons, 
large vases of crystal are carried away, to be followed 
by huge vessels of fluorspar, and then a legendary diamond, 
enhanced by Queen Berenice’s finger; the savage Agrippa 
gave it once to be worn by his own incestuous sister 
in a land where kings, barefooted, observe the rites of the 
sabbath, 
and pigs, by a kindly tradition, are allowed to reach old age. 160 


‘From all the crowds of women, can you not find one whois 
decent?” 

Suppose she is beautiful, graceful, wealthy, fertile, and also 

has ancient ancestors dotting her hallway; suppose she is purer 

than any Sabine with streaming hair who stopped a war— 

a rare bird, as strange to the earth as a black swan; 

who could endure a wife who was such a paragon? Better, 

better, I say, a common slut than you, Cornelia, 

mother of the Gracchi, if you combine with your massive 
virtues 

a disdainful expression, and count your triumphs as part of your 
dowry. 

Take your Hannibal, please; take your Syphax, who lost 170 

that battle in his camp; take all of Carthage: and then, take off! 


‘Healer, have mercy, I beg you. O goddess, lay down your 
arrows! 

The children are innocent. There—shoot your shafts at their 
mother!’ 

That was Amphion’s cry; but the Healer drew his bowstring, 
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and she led to the grave her flock of young, and also their father. 

For Niobe claimed to surpass Laténa in her lofty line, 

and to be more prolific than the great white sow of Alba.. 

Are beauty and dignity worth so much, if they're always 
enlisted 

to humiliate you? For there's no joy to be had in the rarest 

and highest qualities when a woman, spoilt by an arrogant 
temper, 

brings with her aloes rather than honey. Who is besotted 

to such an extent that, although he praises his wife to the skics, 

he does not dread her and shun her seven hours out of twelve? 

Some things, indeed, are small; but husbands cannot abide 
them. 

Onc of the most revolting is the myth that no onc is pretty 

until she has changed from a Tuscan into a Greckling, from girl 


of Sulmo to daughter of Cecrops. Everything happens in Greck. 


In this they express their fears and troubles, their joy and anger; 

in this they confide their heartfelt secrets: what more can I say? 

they couple in Greek. Very well, one may grant those habits to 
girls; 

but you, eroded as you are by a series of eighty-five years, 

do you still use Greek? Such language is simply not decent 

onan old woman’s lips. Whenever that naughty endearment 
pops out 

Zoë kai psyche—you are using in public an expression 

which should be confined to the sheets. What organ fails to be 
stirred 

by a coaxing lascivious phrase? It has fingers. Still (to prevent 
you 

preening yourself), though you make it sound more enticing 
than Hacmus 

or even Carpõphorus, the sum of the years is etched on your 
face. 
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If you don’t intend to love the woman who was your betrothed 200 


and is now your lawfully wedded wife, why marry at all? 

Why waste money on a meal? Or hand out pieces of cake 

to the bloated guests when the company’s drifting away? Not to 
mention 
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the reward for the wedding night (there, on a splendid salver, 

Dacia’s and Germany’s conqucror gleams on coins of gold). 

If your love for your wife is pure and simple, and your heart is 
devoted 

to her alone, then bow your head and prepare your neck 

for the yoke. No woman has any regard for the man who loves 
her. 


She may be passionate; still, she loves to fleece and torment him. 


And so, the better a husband is, and the more attractive, 

the smaller the benefit that he receives from having a wife. 

You will give no gift without your spouse’s permission; 
no item 

will be sold when she says no, or bought if she is against it. 

She will prescribe your affections. A friend who was known to 
your door 

when his beard first grew, now late in life will be turned away. 

While pimps and fighters’ traincrs do what they please when 
making 

a will, and while the arena enjoys a similar right, 

she will dictate that some of your rivals figure as hcirs. 


Put that slave on a cross!’ 
What crime has he done to deserve it? 

What witnesses are there? Who’s his accuser? Give hima 
hearing. 

When a human life is at stake, no delay is excessive.’ 

“You fool! Is a slave human? What if he hasn’t done wrong? 

That is my wish, my order, my will is reason enough. 

Thus she rules her man; but soon she resigns her dominion 

and passes through a succession of homes, with her veil in 
tatters, 

and then flies back, refilling the dinge in the bed she deserted. 

The doors so recently decked, the house with its coloured 
awnings, 

and the boughs still fresh and green on the threshold all are 
abandoned. 

And so the tally grows: that makes eight husbands exactly 

in five Octobers, a feat which should be carved on her 
tombstone. 
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As long as her mother’s alive, harmony is not to be hoped for. 

She will train her to strip a man of all his possessions; 

she will train her to deal with seducersꝰ letters, replying 

in a style which contains nothing naive or candid; and she 

will trick your guards or buy their silence. When perfectly 
healthy, 

she sends for Archigenes, tossing the covers as though in a fever. 

Mcanwhile, all by himself, the adulterer lurks in hiding; 

chafing at the delay, he silently pulls his foreskin. 

Do you really expect a mother to teach respectable habits 

which are quite unlike her own? Besides, it is sensible business 240 

for a filthy old woman to train her child to be filthy too. 


There’s hardly a case that comes to court that is not inspired 
by a woman. Manilia will be the plaintiff, ifnot the defendant. 
They prepare the briefs on their own, and explain to Celsus 
how to open his speech and how to makc his points. 


Purple tracksuits, and mud from the ring where women wrestle, 

are familiar sights. And who hasn’t seen a wounded tree-stump, 

repeatedly hacked by a wooden sword and bashed by a shield? 

She goes through all the drill, and (although a lady) is fitted 

to blow a trumpet at Flora’s festival—unless she is hatching 250 

a bolder plan and aims to fight in the real arena. 

What sense of shame can be found in a woman wearing a helmet. 

who shuns femininity and loves brute force? (In spite of it all, 
though, 

she'd hate to become a man our pleasure is so much fainter.) 

If an auction is held of your wife's effects, how proud you will be 

of her belt and arm-pads and plumes, and her half-length left-leg 
shin-guard! 

Or if, instead, she prefers a different form of combat, 

how pleased you'll be when the girl of your heart sells off her 
greaves! 

(These are the women who sweat in a dress of frilly muslin, 

whose pampered skin is chafed by the flimsiest piece of gauze.) 260 

Hear her grunt while she practises thrusts as shown by the 
trainer, 

wilting under the weight of the helmet; notice the size 
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of the puttees wrapped around her hams, and the coarseness of 
their fibre. 
Then laugh when she lays down her arms and picks a chamber- 


pot up. 
Tell me, ladies whose grandsire was Lepidus or blind Metellus 
or Fabius Maw, what ‘fighter’s floozieꝰ ever affected 
clothes like these? Did Asylus’ wife ever gasp at a tree-stump? 


The bed which contains a bride is always the scene of strife 
and mutual bickering. There's precious little sleep to be had 
there. 
She turns on her husband, worse than a tigress robbed of her 
cubs. 270 
She pretends to be injured, covering up her own misdeeds. 
She rails at his slave-boys, or invents a mistress to weep about. 
Floods of tears are always at hand; they stand at the ready, 
within the reservoir, waiting to hear the word of command; 
then they flow as she tells them. You, poor worm, are delighted, 
complacently thinking it’s love. You set about drying her tears 
with your lips, little aware of what you'd find in her letters 
if you ever unlocked the desk of that whore who pretends to be 
jealous. 
Suppose you catch her in bed with a slave or a wealthy knight: 
‘Please, Quintilian, supply a defence in this situation.’ 280 
‘I’m stumped; supply it yourself.’ 
Long ago we agreed,’ 
she says, ‘that you could do as you liked, and that I should be 
able 
to please myself. You can rant and rave till the sky falls; 
lam a person!’ There's nothing to equal women’s effrontery 
when caught in the act. Their guilt endows them with wrath and 
defiance. 


How do such monsters arise?’ you ask. “What source do they 
come from?’ 

In earlier days the humble position of Latium’s women 

kept them chaste. Their tiny cabins were saved from corruption 

by heavy work, short hours of sleep, and hands that were chafed 
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and calloused by Tuscan wool, by Hannibal’s imminent 
presence 290 
before the city, and their menfolk guarding the Colline Gate. 
Now we are paying fora lengthy peace. More deadly than 
armies, 
luxury has fallen upon us, avenging the world we conquered. 
Every crime and act of lust has become familiar 
since the demise of Roman poverty. Following that, 
our ancient hills have been flooded by Sybaris, Rhodes, and 
Miletus, 
and by that city of garlands drunken. licentious, Tarentum. 
Filthy lucre paved the way for the importation 
of foreign morals. Flabby riches have rotted our age 
with revolting decadence. When Venus is drunk she’s open to 
anything. 300 
Past caring which is her head and which is her tail 
is the woman who after midnight munches enormous oysters; 
who makes the unguents foam by adding Falernian neat, 
and drinks from a perfume shell, while the ceiling reels above 
her 
and the table rises to meet her with its lanterns showing double. 
You needn’t wonder now why Maura pulls a grimace 306 
and sniffs with contempt as she passes Chastity's ancient altar. 308 
Here at night they leave their litters and empty their bladders, 
filling with powerful jets the lap of the goddess’s image; 310 
they take it in turns to ride, as the moon looks down on their 
antics; 
then they go home. When daylight comes and you go to visit 
your powerful friends, you have to tread in your spouse’s urine. 


The secrets of the Good Goddess are scarcely a secret. The pelvis 
is stirred by the pipe, and Pridpus’ maenads are swept along, 
frenzied by horn and wine alike, swinging their hair 
in a circle, and howling. Then what a yearning for sex erupts 
in their hearts; what cries are emitted as their lust pulsates; what 

rivers 
of vintage liquor come coursing down their drunken legs! 
Tossing her garland in, Saufeia challenges harlots 320 
trained in a brothel, and takes the award for undulant hips; 
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she in turn admires Medullina’s rippling buttocks. 
The prize is between the ladies; their birth is matched by their 
valour. 
Nothing is done by way of illusion; in every performance 
the real thing is enacted—a sight that would warm the blood 
of old king Priam himself, or the ancient organ of Nestor. 
Then, as their itch can’t wait any longer, every disguise 
is stripped from the women. The chorus is heard throughout the 
grotto: 
The time is here! Let in the men!” Ifher lover’s asleep. 
his son must don a cloak and hood and hurry to join her. 330 
If that’s no good, the slaves are assaulted; what if there isn’t 
aslave at hand? They'll hire the man who delivers the water. 
If he is sought in vain, and no human aid is forthcoming, 
then she'll dispose her rump to take the weight of a donkey. 
Would that the ancient rites, or at least the public observances, 
might take place without such foul desecration! But every 
Moor and Indian knows which ‘lady lutanist’ carried 
a penis longer than both the Anticatos of Caesar 
to a place which even a mouse, aware that his testes will witness 
against him, leaves in a hurry, where every picture portraying 340 
the form of the other sex must be decently covered. 
Who in those days sneered at the gods? Or who would have 
dared 
to laugh at the earthenware bowls and the black basins of Numa, 
or at the brittle pots that came from the Vatican hill? 
Today what altar is without a Clodius skulking around it? 345 
Nowadays all of them, high or low, have the same lust. 349 
The woman who treads the black stone blocks is not any better 350 
than the one who rides on the shoulders of tall Syrian porters. 


In order to watch the games, Ogulnia hires a dress; 

she hires a retinue, a chair, a cushion, some personal friends, 

a conniving nurse, and a fair-haired slave-girl to carry notes. 

The same woman presents what is left of the family plate, 

down to the very last ewer, as a gift to some beardless athlete. 

Many at home are hard up, but none pays due regard 

to her poverty. They never think of adjusting themselves to the 
limits 
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which it assigns and imposes. Men, however, in time 
think of their practical interests. Taking their cue from the ant, 360 
some eventually learn to avoid cold and hunger. 
Extravagant women are never aware of their dwindling assets. 
As though the coins continued to burst into teeming life 
in their empty box, and the pile, when drawn on, never 
diminished, 
they give not the slightest thought to what their pleasures are 
costing. 
In a house where a tutor of obscenity lives, free to indulge O1 
in his antics, hinting at every vice with his restless hand, 
the others, you will find, are all debauched and no better than 
erts. 
These are allowed to pollute the food, and to take full part in 
the family’s meals; cups are washed which ought to be broken 
when touched by a tongue or a bearded mouth with those 
proclivities. 
The home ofa fighter’s trainer is cleaner and better than yours. 
There the ones with a lisp are required to keep right away from 
those with a normal voice. Why even the nets are divided 
from the tunics that signal disgrace. The one who fights in a 
loincloth O10 
hangs his shoulder-guard up, along with his thrusting trident, 
in a separate locker. The school’s remotest quarters are given 
to the most despised; they have even a different chain in prison. 
Your wife, however, expects you to share a drinking cup 
with creatures whom even a yellow-haired whore in a 
crumbling graveyard 
would refuse to join, though the wine itself were Surrentine or 
Alban. 
On their advice they suddenly take, or leave, a husband; 
to these they turn for light relief when depressed or worried; 
with their tuition they learn to waggle their hips and buttocks 
(the rest, the teacher himself can tell). You cannot, however, O20 
always trust him. Although he sets off his eyes with soot, 
and dresses in yellow and wears a hair-net, he’s still an 
adulterer. 
The more effeminate his voice, and the more he goes in for 
resting 
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his hand on his rounded hip, the more you should have him 
watched. 

In bed he will prove most virile; there the ballet is forgotten. 

‘Thais’ puts off her mask to reveal the accomplished Triphallus. 

“Who are you fooling? Save the pretence, and let’s have a wager. 

I bet you're a genuine man; I bet you. Do you admit it? 

Or are the maids to be sent to the torturcr’s stall? I know 

the advice my old friends give and their prudent 

recommendations: 030 

“Bolt your door and keep her in.” But who is to guard 

the guards themselves? They are paid in kind for concealing the 
shady 

tricks of the naughty girl. Complicity promises silence. 

One’s wily wife anticipates this, and begins with them.’ 


There are some women who take a delight in non-combatant 
eunuchs 366 

with their girlish kisses and beardless faces (another advantage: 

they do not necessitate drugs to procure abortions). The highest 

pleasure ensues when a hot-blooded lad, with jet-black fringe 


and genitals fully mature, is taken to visit the surgeon. 370 
When testicles, then, are allowed to drop and encouraged to 
ripen 
until they’ve become a pound apiece, the cut ofa scalpel 
from Heliodorus involves no loss, except for the barber. 373 


(Slavedealers’ boys are pathetically scarred by areal mutilation; 373A 
they feel ashamed of the bag and the half-grown pod they’ve 
been left with.) 373B 
The one whom his mistress has had castrated enters the baths; 
seen from afar and noticed by all, he is able to challenge 
the god who is guardian of vine and plot. He will do no damage 
if he sleeps with his mistress. But Postumus, never entrust to a 
eunuch 
a Bromius who is just mature and due fora haircut. 


If she likes music, none of the pins will stay in place 
of those who sell their voice to the practor. She constantly 

handles 380 
instruments. Over the tortoise-shell lyre her rings of sardonyx 
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glitter; the quivering quill rhythmically strikes the strings, 

the quill that was used by the tender Hedymeles. This she will 
fondle, 

consoling herself; she will even kiss the beloved fetish. 

A lady (one of the Lamiae, boasting the Appian name) 

offered to Janus and Vesta meal and wine, and enquired 

whether her Pollio might hope to win the Capitol crown, 

and might promise that to his lyre. What more could the woman 
have done 

had her husband becn seriously ill or the doctors despaired of 
saving 

the life ofher little son? She stood at the altar, and thought it 390 

no disgrace to veil her head on behalf of a harp; 

she repeated the words prescribed, and blanched as the lamb was 
laid open. 

Father Janus, oldest of the gods, tcll me, I pray you, 

do you answer people like her? You’ ve plenty of leisure in 
heaven. 

In fact, from what I can see, there's nothing for you to do there. 

One consults you about a comic actor, another 

commends a tragedian; the augur will soon get varicose veins. 


Better to be mad about music, however, than brazenly hurry 

all over the town, facing the meetings of men, and engaging 

uniformed generals in conversation in her husband’s presence, 400 

without any trace of embarrassment and with no milk in her 
breasts. 

That kind of woman knows what’s happening throughout the 
world— 

what Thrace and China are up to, what secrets a stepmother 
shares 

with the son, and who's in love, and for whom the ladies are 
scrambling. 

She will tell you who made the widow pregnant, and in which 
month; 

with what endearments cach woman makes love, and in what 
positions. 

She is the first to observe a comet that presages ill 

for a Parthian or an Armenian king; she snaps up the latest 
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rumours and tales at the city gate, and fabricates others. 

The Niphãtes has flooded whole communities, the fields have 
vanished 410 

under water, cities are tottering, lands subsiding— 

that’s what she tells to whoever she meets at every corner. 


No less vicious a habit, however, is found in the woman 

who, at dawn, seizes her poor, unassuming neighbour 

and punishes him with a whip. For, if her peaceful slumbers 

are broken by barking, ‘Quick,’ she screeches, bring mea 
cudgel, 

at once!’ And she orders first the owner to be given a thrashing, 

and then the dog. She's a terror to meet, with her glowering 
face, 

as she makes for the baths in the evening. She orders camp and 
containers 

to be moved in the evening. She loves to sweat amid all the 
uproar. 420 

Then, when her arms drop limp, worn out by the heavy dumb- 
bells, 

the clever masseur presses his fingers into her fringe 

and brings from the top of the lady’s leg an explosive reaction. 

All this time her luckless guests are falling asleep 

or fainting with hunger. At last she arrives, red in the face, 

thirsty enough to tackle the jar which stands beside her 

bulging with three full gallons; she lowers a couple of pints 

before her dinner to arouse a raging hunger, for shortly 

up it comes and slaps the floor with her stomach’s contents. 

Streams run over the marble pavement; the gilded basin 430 

reeks of Falernian. For like the gigantic serpent which toppled 

into a vat, she drinks and vomits. No wonder her husband 

is sickened and only controls his bile by shutting his eyes. 


But more offensive is the one who on taking her place at dinner 
gushes in praise of Virgil, forgiving the doomed Elissa; 
compares and evaluates poets; holds the scales ofjudgement, 
placing Maro in onc of the pans and Homer in the other. 
Professional critics withdraw; rhetoricians are bested; the party 
falls silent, and neither lawyer nor crier ventures to speak, 
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nor another woman; so great a torrent of words descends. 440 

You'd swear so many pots and bells were clashing at once 

that no one now need wake the trumpet or weary the cymbal; 

she on her own will manage to succour the struggling moon. 

Philosophers tell us that one can have too much of a good thing. 

Hence the woman who wants to appear too learned and fluent 

should wear a tunic that doesn’t reach below the knce, 

slaughter a pig to Silvanus, and enter the baths for a quarter. 

Make sure the woman reclining beside you doesn’t affect 

a rhetorical style, or brandish phrases before unleashing 

a clinching argument: let her not know the whole of history. 450 

or understand every word that she reads. For myself, I abhor 

the woman who is always consulting and thumbing Palaemon's 
Grammar, 

so precise in observing the laws and rules of speech, 

and, like a scholar, quoting lines that I’ve never heard of. 

Are these things matters for men? Let her correct the specch 

of an ignorant friend; but a husband's slips should pass without 
comment. 


A woman denies herself nothing and considers nothing 
disgraceful 
once she surrounds her neck with an emerald choker, and once 
she fastens those heavy pearls onto her sagging ear- lobes. 
No more unbearable thing exists than a wealthy woman. 460 
Meanwhile her face is a hideous and laughable sight, as she pads 
it 
with layers of bread; it recks of heavy Poppacan ointments 
in which the lips of her luckless husband become embedded. 
(Her skin is clean when she meets her lover. When does she ever 
care to look pretty at home? Nard is obtained for her lovers, 
for them she buys whatever the slendcr Indians send us.) 
At length she uncovers her face, removing the outer plaster. 
Slowly she comes into view. She washes in special milk. 
(To ensure a supply she would take in her train a herd of asses. 
even if banished to the chilly clime of the Hyperboréans.) 470 
But that which is coated and warmed with so many odd 


preparations 
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(applied and removed), that which is dressed with lumps of 
baked 
and moistened dough—what shall we call it? A face, or an ulcer? 


It is worth the trouble to study in detail what such women 

do to put in the day. If during the night the husband 

has turned his back, the wool-maid is done for; the hairdressers, 
too, 

are stripped of their tunics; the Liburnian chair-man is told he is 
late 

and is forced to pay for another’s sleep. One has an ash-plant 

split on his back, another is raw froma whip, anda third 

froma strap. Some women pay their beaters an annual stipend. 480 

‘Hit him!’ she says, and smears her face or chats with her friends, 

or examines the width ofa golden stripe on a coloured dress. 

“Whip him!’ she cries, and studies a page of the lengthy day- 
book. 

“Whip him!’ she cries; and then, when the floggers are weary, 
Get out!’ 

she screams ina terrible voice, once the ‘enquiry’ is over. 

Her house is ruled with the cruelty of a Sicilian court. 

If she has made a date and wants to be specially soignée 

and is now in a hurry and. for some time, has been due at the 
park 

(or, a more probable place, the temple of ‘Isis the Madam’), 

then her coiffeusc, the unfortunate Psecas, will have to submit 490 

to having her hair torn out, her shoulders and breasts uncovered. 

Why is this curl sticking up?’ And at once the strap of bull- hide 

comes down to punish the heinous crime of the errant ringlet. 

What has Psecas done? How can the girl be blamed 

if you dislike the shape of your nose? On the left is another, 

drawing and combing the hair, and twisting it into a curl. 

Sitting in council is a maid of her mother’s, promoted to wool 

having scen much service with curlers. She will be asked her 
opinion 

first; thereafter, those below her in age and skill 

will deliver theirs, as though a matter of honour or life 500 

were at stake: such anxious thought goes into the quest for 
beauty. 
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So many the tiers she piles on her head, so many the storeys 
with which she builds it up. Andrémache seems to confront 


you. 
From behind she’s smaller; you'd think she was somebody else: 
so imagine 
the effect. if she happens to be short in the leg and (unless she 
resorts 
to wearing risers) looks as though shed be dwarfed by a Pygmy, 
and has to lift herself up on her tocs to reccive a kiss! 


Meanwhile she never gives her husband a thought. No mention 

is made of the sums she costs him. She might as well be a 
neighbour, 

except that she does have a personal tie with his friends and 
servants— $10 

she hates them all; and she wrecks his finances. Look at what's 
coming— 

the troupe of frenzied Bellona and the Mother of the Gods, 
including 

a giant eunuch (revered by his smaller degenerate friend). 

He snatched up a sherd and severed his genitals long ago. 

foregoing his sex. Now he drowns the shrieking mob and their 
timbrels, 

his common cheeks enclosed in the flaps of a Phrygian bonnet. 

In portentous tones he warns her to fear September, and with it 

the wind from the south, unless she has offered a hundred eggs 

and presented him with the plum-coloured dress she’s no longer 
wearing. 

(Thus any sudden or serious threats will entcr the clothes, $20 

and she, with a single act, will have made her peace for a year.) 

On a winter’s morning she will break the ice and enter the 
Tiber, 

plunging into the water thrice and dipping her fearful 

head right into the eddies. Emerging, half-dressed and shaking, 

she will crawl across the entire field of Tarquin the Proud 

on her bleeding knees; if milk-white lo tells her to do so. 

she will make her way to sweltering Meroe, beyond the border 

of Egypt, in order to fetch some water that she may sprinkle 

in Isis’ temple, which stands right next to the ancient sheepfold. 
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She believes she received her orders direct from the voice of the 
goddess— 530 

a likely soul and mind for the gods to talk to at night-time! 

Hence the highest, most special, honour is paid to the one 

who, followed by creatures in linen robes with shaven heads, 

trots along as Anubis, and mocks at the wailing crowd. 

He intercedes whenever a woman has failed to refrain 

from sex with her husband on days which ought to be honoured 
as holy, 

when a heavy penalty is duc to be paid for polluting the mattress, 

and when Isis’ silver serpent is seen to nod its head. 

Anubis’ tears ensure, along with his ritual murmurs, 

that Osiris will not refuse to forgive the sin—provided, $40 

of course, he is bribed with a big fat goose and a little cake. 


When he has moved on, a palsied Jewess puts down her hay-box 

and comes a~begging, whispering secretly into her ear. 

She interprets the laws of Jerusalem, she is the priestess 

of the tree, who truly conveys the will of highest heaven. 

She too gets something, but less, for the Jews will sell you 

whatever view of a dream you like for a couple of coppers. 

An Armenian or Syrian diviner will promise a youthful lover, 

or else a large bequest from a childless millionaire, 

once he has handled and studied the lungs of a still- warm 
pigeon. 550 

He will probe inside the ribs of a chicken, or a puppy’s innards, 

or sometimes even a child's; he may then inform on his client. 


An even greater trust is placed in Chaldaeans: whatever 
an astrologer says, they fondly believe is drawn from the 
fountain 
of Ammon, now that the Delphic oracle speaks no more, 
and men are condemned to face a future shrouded in darkness. 
Most esteemed is the one who has been most often in exile. $57 
Faith in his skill is enhanced, if he has served a lengthy sentence 560 
in a barracks prison, with manacles clanking on both his arms. 
No Chaldaean has genius without a criminal record. 
He needs to have barely survived, to have just succeeded in 
being 
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sent to the Cyclades; then to have languished on tiny Serſphos. 

Your Tanaquil inquires about her mother who is dying of 
jaundice: 

how long will she last? (Already she has a report on you!) 

When will she bury her sister and uncles? Will her lover survive 

when she is gone? (What greater boon could the gods 
vouchsafe?) 

Yet she at least cannot tell what the gloomy planet of Saturn 

portends, or under what sign joyful Venus emerges, 

which months of the year are assigned to loss, and which to 
profit. 

Be sure to keep out of the way of that type, too; you will sec her 

carrying round in her hands, like a ball of scented amber, 

a well-thumbed almanac. She no longer consults, but rather 

she herselfis consulted. When her husband is leaving for camp 

orhome, she will not go too, if Thrasyllus and his sums detain 
her. 

When she decides to travel a mile, a suitable hour 

is produced from her book; if there's an itch in the corner of her 
eye 

when she rubs it, she studies her horoscope before sending for 
ointment. 

Suppose she is ill in bed, there is one right time and one only, 

it seems, for taking food—the time Pctosiris lays down. 

If she is less well off, she will wander between the pillars 

at the racctrack, drawing cards for her fortune and letting the 
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inspect her palm and forchead, while popping her lips as 
instructed. 

The rich receive their replies from a Phrygian augur, or one 

imported (at great expense from the land where the crocus 
grows 

or, it may be,) from an expert in reading the starry heavens, 

ora greybeard who purifies public sites that are struck by 
lightning. 


The fate of the poor is settled on the track or out on the rampart. 


A woman with neck uncovered, wearing a long gold chain, 
inquires in front of the towers and the pillars supporting the 
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whether to break with the publican and marry the rag and bone 
man. 


Women like her, however, experience the dangers of childbirth, 
and cope with all the strains of nursing which their station 
im : 
It’s rare for a gilded bed to contain a woman in labour; 
so efficacious now are the drugs and skills of the female 
who renders women sterile, and is paid for murdering people 
within the womb. Be glad, you wretch, and give her the potion, 
whatever it is, yourself. For ifshe were willing to swell 
and disturb her belly with leaping babies, you might discover 
that you were the father of an Ethiopian, that you'd made your 
will 600 
for a coloured heir whom you'd shudder to see first thing in the 
morning. 
I need not speak of spurious children, of the joys and prayers 
so often deluded at filthy latrines, of the priests and pontiffs 
who are fetched from there to bear, in spite of their true identity, 
the name of Scaurus. Brazen Fortune stands there at night, 
and smiles on the naked babies. She hugs them close to her 
bosom 
and cuddles them; then she passes them on to our noble houses, 
preparing to relish her private joke. She loves them, imposing 
herself upon them; and ensures that, as hers, they always 
prosper. 


One man gives her magical spells, another will sell her 610 

Thessalian potions which so impair her husband's sanity 

that she can slipper his buttocks. That’s what induces your 
dotage, 

your darkness of mind, and the total amnesia of what you did 

quite recently. That, however, can be endured, provided 

you don’t go raving mad, like Nero’s famous uncle, 

for whom Caesonia poured the membrane ripped from the 
forehead 

of a staggering foal. Who will not take her cue from an empress? 

The structure had gone, and the world was sinking in blazing 
ruins; 
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it was just the same as if juno herself had robbed her husband 
of his reason. So, when compared with that, Agrippina’s 620 
mushroom 
doesn’t appear so deadly. For it put a stop to the heart-beats 
merely of one old man, sending his shaky head, 
and his lips drooling with streams of slobber, away to heaven. 
Caesonia’s philtre, however, clamoured for fire and iron, 
tearing and torturing fathers and knights in a bloody shambles; 
such was the havoc wrought by a foal and a single poisoner. 
Women detest a rival's children; let nobody cavil 
or call it wrong. Why, now it is lawful to murder a stepson. 
I’m warning orphans as well: if you own a sizeable fortune, 
watch out for your lives; don’t trust anything served at table. 630 
Those blackening cakes are highly spiced with a mother’s 
poison. 
Let somebody else be the first to munch what she who bore you 
offers you; get your nervous tutor to test the drinks. 


You think this is fiction? That my satire has donned theatrical 
boots, 
that going beyond the bounds and law of earlier writers 
I am raving in Sophocles’ gaping style a lofty.song 
of things unknown to Rutulian hills and Latin skies? 
Would it were all a dream. But Pontia cries ‘It was mel 
I confess; I got some aconite and administered it to my children. 
The murder was detected and is known to all; but Jam the 
culprit!’ 640 
Two, do you say, ata single meal, you venomous viper, 
two at a sitting? 
Ves, and seven, had there been seven!’ 


Let us believe what tragedy says concerning Procne 

and the cruel woman of Colchis; I won't dispute it. They too 

dared to commit some monstrous crimes in their generation— 

but not for the sake of cash. Extreme atrocities tend 

to cause less shock when fury incites the female to outrage, 

and when, with their hearts inflamed by madness, they are 
carried down 
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like boulders wrenched from a mountain ridge as the ground 
colla 


pses 
and the vertical face falls in from beneath the hanging cliff-top. 


I cannot abide the woman who assesses the profit, and coolly 
commits a hideous crime. They watch Alcestis enduring 
death for her man, but if they were offered a similar choice 
they would gladly let their husband die to preserve a lapdog. 
Every morning you meet Eriphyles in dozens, and also 
daughters of Danaus; every street has a Clytemnestra. 
Whereas, however, Tyndareus’ daughter wielded an oafish 
and awkward two-headed axe which needed both her hands, 
now the job is done with the tiny lung of a toad 

though it may need steel if your son of Atreus is now immune, 
as the thrice-defeated monarch was, through Pontic drugs. 
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